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Wisconsin Cities and Villages Making Greater Use of Key Development Tool 

WPF Finds Tax Incremental Financing Use Continues to Grow 

 

MADISON – The use of tax incremental financing (TIF) to promote development continues to grow 
among Wisconsin cities and villages, according to a new report from the nonpartisan, independent 
Wisconsin Policy Forum. 

Between 2007 and 2017, municipalities used $4.1 billion of new property tax revenues derived from 
TIF districts to support private development and public infrastructure projects, the WPF reported, 
citing Legislative Fiscal Bureau figures. That number includes $472 million in 2017 alone – a 25% 
increase over 2007 when adjusted for inflation.  

The Wisconsin Taxpayer report, “Tax Incremental Financing on the Rise” notes that the most recent 
complete figures end in 2017, before the massive TIF investment in the Foxconn Technology Group 
development in Racine County.  

Tax incremental financing is the primary development tool available to local governments in 
Wisconsin. TIF projects typically use public funds to pay for infrastructure developments, such as 
roads and sewer and water hook-ups, and other up-front costs within a designated area. The 
municipality generally borrows money for the improvements and pays it back over time through 
increased property tax revenues generated by the new development.  

WPF researchers found that smaller communities, which often have smaller tax bases, tend to have 
the highest proportion of property value within tax increment districts, or TIDs. To help control 
financial risk, Wisconsin law states that municipalities cannot create a new TID if it would cause 
more than 12% of their total property tax base to fall within a TID. Of the 113 municipalities currently 
exceeding the state-imposed limit, four out of five have populations under 5,000. 

Meanwhile, among the state’s 10 largest cities, Kenosha used TIF most extensively, with 10.4% of its 
total property base within TIDs, while Madison, Racine and Eau Claire used it least (each with less 
than 3% of their property tax base within TIDs.) 



In 2018, 6.4% of the city of Milwaukee’s total property tax base was in TIF districts, which matched 
the statewide average. The city’s use of TIF has grown substantially in recent years, more than 
tripling since 2000 when its rate was only 2.1%. 

The WPF report also lays out the mechanics of establishing a municipal TID and the options available 
to communities when increases in property values fail to cover the municipalities’ project costs.  

The report also notes that in some cases, the type and longevity of state data gathered on TIF 
developments could be expanded. Currently, certain records are only required to be kept for seven to 
10 years, while many TIFs projects may be spread out over 20-30 years.  

The complete report is available here. This is the first in a series of reports planned by WPF on TIF 
usage in Wisconsin.  

 

https://wispolicyforum.org/research/tax-incremental-financing-on-the-rise-how-do-municipalities-use-their-primary-development-tool/

